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Reading Music Through Literature: Introduction 
 
Michael Allis 
 
In 1982 Steven Paul Scher identified three general categories to help us understand the rich 
connections between music and literature.1 ³0XVLFLQOLWHUDWXUH´ZKLFKLQFOXGHGWKHOLWHUDU\
³LPLWDWLRQRIWKHDFRXVWLFTXDOLW\RIPXVLF´DGDSWDWLRQVRI³ODUJHUPXVLFDOVWUXFWXUHVDQG
SDWWHUQVDQGWKHDSSOLFDWLRQRIFHUWDLQPXVLFDOWHFKQLTXHVDQGGHYLFHV´LQOLWHUDU\ZRUNVDQG
³OLWHUDU\SUHVHQWDWLRQRIH[LVWLQJRUILFWLWLRXVPXVLFDOFRPSRVLWLRQV´2 has been expanded 
in recent years to encompass a whole manner of ways in which the implications of how music 
is represented in literature might be understood; discussions of gender, genre, structure, the 
nature of creativity, the cultural significance of musical instruments, aesthetics of criticism, 
and authorial proclivities have all contributed to a rich debate,3 UHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIWKH³KLJK-
TXDOLW\V\QHUJHWLFLQWHUDFWLRQV´WKDWLQWHUGLVFLplinary studies offer.4 6FKHU¶VWZRUHPDLQLQJ
categories, however, were music-FHQWHUHG³PXVLFDQGOLWHUDWXUH´SULPDULO\WKHVHWWLQJRI
WH[WDQG³OLWHUDWXUHLQPXVLF´± broadly related to concepts of musical narrative, where 
literary paratexts might help us to understand the nature and sequence of specific musical 
events. Growing numbers of studies in these areas continue to assert interdisciplinary 
promise, particularly where the nature of the literary text in question suggests a distinctive 
analytical or interpretative methodology.5 Given the significant potential of this approach, 
this special issue, an outgrowth of the 2014 conferences ³Words About Music´ at Monash 
UniversityDQG³Music Literature, Historiography and Aesthetics´ at the Institute of Musical 
Research in London (convened by the Universities of Monash and Leeds), explores further 
possibilities of how our understanding of specific musical works might be productively 
revised or enhanced by viewing them through the lens of literary models, works, or allusions. 
%XLOGLQJRQ/DZUHQFH.UDPHU¶VVXJJHVWLRQWKDW³DVRQJis a reading, in the 
FULWLFDODVZHOODVWKHSHUIRUPDWLYHVHQVHRIWKHWHUP´6 we might explore how all types of 
musical representations of literature might be seen more overtly as critical interpretations of 
WKHLUWH[WV6XVDQ<RXHQVKDVLQWHUSUHWHG6FKXEHUW¶V³'HU(LQVDPH´DVD³SRLQWHGFULWLTXH´RI
.DUO/DSSH¶VSRHPIRUH[DPSOHSDUWRID³SDUWLDOGpWHQWH´WKDWW\SLFDOO\UHSUHVHQWVWKH
composer-poet relationship ± ³ERUQIURPWKHQHHGWRVD\µ1R¶WRVRPHWKLQJLQWKHSRHW¶V
proposition and from the challenge of creating multiple levels of musical commentary on the 
WH[W´7 However, this can be developed further, engaging where pertinent with literary 
GHEDWHVDVSDUWRIDWH[W¶V reception history, and in particular, considering how selected 
literary criticism of a writer and their works (not just the specific texts themselves) might be 
appropriated in searching for a suitable hermeneutic approach to any musical refiguring. Not 
onO\FDQWKLVKHOSWRUHDVVHVV³SUREOHPDWLF´RUUHODWLYHO\PDUJLQDOL]ed musical works as well 
as offering new insights into familiar repertoire, but it can be applied to various 
manifestations of the music-text relationship. In terms of text setting, for example, competing 
DHVWKHWLFVRIWKHEDOODGKDYHEHHQXVHGWRKLJKOLJKWWKHPXVLFDOXQFDQQ\LQ6FKXEHUW¶V
³(UON|QLJ´DQGPXVLFDOUHDGLQJVE\3DUU\DQG(OJDURI7HQQ\VRQ¶VSRHP³7KHLotos-
Eaters´ have been explored overtly as contributions to the debate over WKHSRHP¶VGLGDFWLFRU
aesthetic status in literary scholarship.8  
A similar interdisciplinary frame might be used to interrogate text-music relationships 
in other musical genres, however. Developing -DPHV+HSRNRVNL¶VIDPLOLDUFRQFHSWRIWKH
contract between composer and listener in defining program music to encompass what the 
OLVWHQHU³ILQGV´UDWKHUWKDQZKDWWKH\DUH³JLYHQ´IRUH[DPSOH9 the first article in this issue 
explores how the listener might ³grapple´ with the ³connections´10 suggested by the 
juxtaposition of musical text and paratext in Granville BDQWRFN¶VRUFKHVWUDOSRHPThe 
Witch of AtlasEDVHGRQDSRHPE\6KHOOH\RI:KLOVW%DQWRFN¶VLQFOXVLRQRIDn 
abridged paratext in his published score offers a useful way in to appreciating his orchestral 
refiguring, literary scholarship in particular can be identified as a site of meaningful 
interpretative strategies that might be applied to aspects of the music; these include issues of 
genre (the specific concept of mythopoesis), the central idea of transformation in the poem, 
DQG6KHOOH\¶VDZDUHQHVVRIWKHYLVXDO perspective. The resultant close reading has 
LPSOLFDWLRQVIRUERWKOLWHUDU\VFKRODUVKLSDQGPXVLFRORJ\QRWRQO\FDQ%DQWRFN¶VUHDGLQJEH
seen as a contribution WRWKHSRHP¶VUHFHSWLRQDQGPHDQLQJEXWWKHVWXG\DOVRFRQILUPV
%DQWRFN¶VVLJQLILFDQFHLQWKHGHYHORSPHQWRISURJUDPPXVLF± as a composer willing to 
experiment with musical structure to take account of the implications of his poetic models.   
The issue oI³YRLFH´KDVEHHQDWWKHFHQWer of a wide range of studies in music and 
literature, whether in terms of tensions between natural and studied music-making of literary 
characters, broader representation of female vocality (including the voice being silenced or 
marginalized), structural concerns, or exploration of national cultures;11 if overviews of 
contemporary music have adopted the concept of the decomposing voice to explore issues of 
human and inhuman sonorities,12 the field of opera studies has encouraged the placing of 
voice at the heart of concepts of narrativity, aesthetics, and cultural, sexual and performing 
identities.13 It is this potential of voice in an operatic context that is reinforced by Jason 
'¶$RXVW¶V DUWLFOH$IWHUDEULHIGLVFXVVLRQRI0DVVHQHW¶VRSHUDWerther in relation to other 
RSHUDWLFYHUVLRQVRI*RHWKH¶VQRYHOThe Sorrows of Young Werther'¶$RXVWIRFXVHVRQKRZ
the idea of voice might be explored when translated from one genre to another ± in this case, 
KRZD³VHPDQWLFVSDFHRIYRFDOLW\´LQ0DFSKHUVRQ¶VThe Poems of Ossian is refigured in 
Werther¶V³/LHGG¶2VVLDQ´VFHQHLQDFW0RYLQJIURPWKH³DUFKDLFEDOODGV´RI
0DFSKHUVRQ¶VRULJLQDODQGWKHHSLVWRODU\FRQWH[WZLWKLQZKLFKWKH2VVLDQUHIHUHnce appears 
LQ*RHWKH¶VQRYHO'¶$RXVWKLJKOLJKWVKRZLQ0DVVHQHW¶VRSHUDWKH2VVLDQLFYRLFH± whilst 
framed in a separate aria distinct from the through-composed writing elsewhere in the work ± 
LVKLGGHQWKURXJKD³VHDPOHVVLOOXVLRQRIXQGLIIHUHQWLDWHGVLQJLQJDQGVSHHFK´7KLV
revocalization has implications for how we might reconsider the real and the symbolic in 
operatic staging.     
,IYRFDOLGHQWLW\LVDFHQWUDOLVVXHLQ0DVVHQHW¶VWertherWKHQ$QWKRQ\%XUJHVV¶V
song-cycle, The Brides of Enderby (1977) raises wider questions of authorial identity. Whilst 
Burgess is a relatively familiar figure in general studies of intermediality (given the musical 
references in his poetry, novels, and autobiographical essays, and his substantial output as a 
composer),14 this particular composition offers the opportunity to explore how Burgess 
interprets poetry penned by his own literary persona F. X. Enderby. In unravelling the 
complexities of these relationships, and exploring their implications, Carly Rowley focuses 
upon the importance of the Muse figure within the cycle, whose contrasting personas mirror 
the authorial ambiguity of the entire set. By reverting to a form of the poetic text associated 
ZLWKD\RXQJHUYHUVLRQRI%XUJHVV¶VSRHWLFVHOIUDWKHUWKDQWKHILFWLtious Enderby, the 
penultimate song in The Brides of Enderby³6KHZDVDOOEULWWOHFU\VWDO´DV5RZOH\VXJJHVWV
represents a more personal fusion of words and music, symptomatic of this multi-layered 
composition.         
As Maria Rovisco and Magdalena Nowicka have noted³FRVPRSROLWDQLVPHPHUJHV
more and more as a key analytical tool to study a variety of outlooks, processes and ethico-
SROLWLFDOSUDFWLFHVWKDWDUHREVHUYDEOHLQDYDULHW\RIVRFLDODQGSROLWLFDOFRQWH[WV´15 this is 
underlined by the recent plethora of musical studies that have applied this ideology.16 The 
final article by Ryan Weber moves away from the close analysis of a specific work to explore 
how the literary models of Arne Garborg and Hamlin Garland might be used to reformulate 
our understanding of the cosmopolitanism of Grieg and MacDowell, helping to frame their 
cultural identities. 1RWRQO\GRHVWKLVKDYHLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUWKHFRPSRVHUV¶UHVSHFWLYH
reception, but these parallel readings HQFRPSDVVLQJ*DUERUJ¶VWeary Men*ULHJ¶V³Eros,´ 
*DUODQG¶VCrumbling IdolsDQG0DF'RZHOO¶V
of composers and writers who ³manufactured a style of inbetweenness´ that transcended 
³boundaries of time, geography and discipline.´  
Asserting the potential of literary criticism as an analytical tool; understanding the 
musical refiguring of vocality; exploring the implications of authorial identity in a 
FRPSRVHU¶VVHWWLQJRIKLVRZQOLWHUDU\WH[WVinterrogating a transatlantic discourse of 
cosmopolitanism through music-literature parallels ± these distinctive approaches to reading 
music through literature, applied to a range of musical genres (symphonic poem, opera, song 
cycle, solo song and orchestral suite) are suggestive of the wide scope and rich potential of 
such interdisciplinary work. Future contributions to this fascinating field of study can only be 
encouraged.    
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